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Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I wish to comment specifically on the reasons why many Australian academic scientists / engineers remain in other countries for major parts of their productive careers. I can comment with authority only on my own case. However, I do know at least two other Australian expatriots who would say very similar things. The major factors involved are:

1.  In many academic disciplines, in Australia, there appear to be (or have been) clear cycles of retirement and hiring, which are characterised by long periods of stasis, followed by a mass retirement and a mass hiring of new staff. If one reaches the stage when one is looking for an academic position, and is not lucky enough to have this coincide with one of the major spills, one will naturally seek employment, in the chosen field, outside Australia.

2.  It is attractive to Australian scientists to spend part of their careers in major centres overseas. This typically happens at the stage when a PhD has just been completed and the person pursues a postdoctoral fellowship in another country. At the end of this, searching for a permanent position, the person may find themselves without the prospect of finding a job back in Australia. This may partly be for the reasone given above at 1.

3. Though wonderful to live in,  Australia is an isolated place - geographically speaking. Once a scientist has tasted the benefits of cheap travel to (and within) the countries of Europe and North America, they may find themselves unwilling to lose this network by moving back to Australia, for a considerable period of time.

The government may feel no particular need to ensure that its young scientists and engineers do remain within Australia. However, if it does, I would suggest that thought be given to how clever, expatriot postdocs could be lured back to the lucky country before they set down roots overseas. One of the factors will be jobs, and another will be mobility and global networking. The relatively recent exertcise in trying to get back a very few senior people may not be the right way to ensure the future.
